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The past two decades have seen a plethora of scholarship on human rights. Overwhelmingly 
interdisciplinary, this field draws experts from history, law, political science, international 
relations, and gender and race studies. 1  The combination of improved archival access to 
documents from the former Soviet Union, the push for official disclosure of government-
sponsored atrocities in post-1945 Latin America, persistent Freedom of Information Act 
requests in the United States, and impressive investigative journalism, are among the many 
causes of our greatly improved understanding of war crimes, perpetrator history, and the 
challenges involved in enforcing international law. Eric Stover, Victor Peskin, and Alexa 
Koenig’s Hiding in Plain Sight is a valuable and timely addition to this body of scholarship.   
The book is divided into three parts containing three chapters each. Part one deals with 
the Second World War and the subsequent hunt for Nazi War criminals by official as well 
private channels. Part two includes chapters on the Balkans and Rwanda since the 1990s, as 
well as on Hybrid Tribunals, while the book’s final three chapters explore war crimes and global 
justice after the creation of the International Criminal Court (ICC) and the beginning of the War 
on Terrorism. 
In contrast to the recent work by Steve Stern and Scott Straus, which focused on “the 
paradoxical intersection between the universal and the specific”2 of human rights violations, 
Hiding in Plain Sight is largely a book about the challenges the international community faces 
when pursuing justice in a world dominated by realpolitik. The authors persuasively illustrate 
that despite the seemingly straightforward nature of identifying war crimes – wars of 
aggression, murder by armed forces, ill-treatment of prisoners in violation of international 
conventions, enslavement, extermination of civilian populations or prisoners of war before or 
during a war, or the malevolent destruction of public or private property not justified by military 
necessity, to use the rather simplistic Nuremberg language (p. 42) – the apprehension and 
conviction of war criminals has proven exceedingly difficult even when the evidence is 
overwhelming. Looking critically at the post-WW II period, the book’s purpose is to “explore 
the political, legal, and operational dimension of the pursuit of war crimes suspects…that states 
and international criminal courts have adopted” on behalf of international law (p. 2). This 
sweeping narrative is backed by an extensive reading of the literature as well as several 
interesting interviews with participants working on behalf of international justice. The book is 
fast-paced, well-written, and engaging but despite its ambitious and often provocative agenda, 
scholars will find little here that is new.  
The three chapters on the hunt for World War II war criminals cover the well-trodden 
ground resulting in the Nuremberg and Tokyo trials. Based largely on recollections of U.S. 
Counter Intelligence Corps operatives, memoirs, interviews, and secondary sources, the authors 
provide a convincing if largely unoriginal synthesis of topics from occupation policy and the 
rounding up of war criminals to the pursuit of Nazi escapees by Simon Wiesenthal and others. 
The stories of the hunt for Adolph Eichmann, Joseph Mengele and Klaus Barbie are vivid and 
well-retold. In particular, they provide interesting observations on the challenges crimes against 
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humanity pose to international law as it concerns extraditions, national sovereignty, and 
jurisdiction.  
While the hunt for the Nazis may well excite a popular audience, the decision to devote 
so much space to the best-known cases is regrettable. The result is that more recent cases get 
far shorter shrift as does the much more interesting debate about the power of international law 
in a globalizing world. Among the casualties of this focus – surprising given Peskin’s expertise3 
–are the Rwandan and Balkan war crimes cases. Despite the political and legal intricacy of the 
International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia and the International Criminal 
Tribunal for Rwanda, these ad hoc tribunals, which as the authors point out provided a critical 
framework for the later creation of the ICC, receive only a singular chapter. Even less attention 
is devoted to more recent cases in Africa and Asia. This is lamentable not only because these 
cases are far less well-explored in the scholarship but because the pursuit of war crimes suspects 
in the post-Cold War era occurred at a time when international law was finally becoming 
institutionalized. A more in-depth discussion of the legal and political complexities of these 
tribunals would have been welcome because in both cases, their creation rested on the premise 
that “governments ensnared in violent conflict would be unable to deliver justice, impartially 
or at all” (pp. 220-221) and the increasingly important notion that crimes against humanity 
transcend local law and are thus subject to supranational prosecutions.  
A greater emphasis on these factors would have been especially valuable because the 
book is at its best precisely when the authors explore the complexity of enforcing international 
law when universal ideals clash with national interests. These challenges were of course not 
new but one key difference between recent cases and the aftermath of the Second World War 
is that the territorial occupation of Germany and Japan and the absence of institutionalized 
international law enabled the victors to dominate the process and the proceedings. They 
determined what constituted a war crime and who possessed information valuable enough to be 
spared. In the Balkans and Rwanda no such victory on the ground existed. Here, the prosecuting 
authorities controlled neither the territory nor the political agenda. As a result they often found 
themselves bargaining with uncooperative local governments. A greater emphasis on these 
challenges within the context of national politics would also have crystalized the investigative 
and prosecutorial obstacles. This area is particularly worthwhile exploring because the scenario 
that played out in East Africa and in the former Yugoslavia is far more likely to mirror future 
apprehensions and prosecutions than is the World War II model. Both of these later cases 
illustrated that in the absence of the power that the victorious powers possessed in 1945, acting 
in violation of treaty obligations and international law, local governments often either shielded 
suspects or insisted on prosecuting them thereby enabling the local authorities to control the 
narrative.  
The one parallel to the Second World War – and the one that raises the most serious 
questions for international law going forward – is one that the authors broach but abstain from 
engaging in-depth. Fundamentally the core problem of global justice and human rights is that 
wars are messy business. At their onset, the question of culpability may be clear enough but the 
lines between good and evil soon become blurred. In the case of Rwanda, radical Hutus may 
have initiated violence against civilians but as the fortunes of war shifted, the Tutsi-led 
Rwandan Patriotic Front proved as ruthless as had the Allies in the Second World War. The 
weapons were more primitive than the aerial bombing of Germany and Japan but by any legal 
yardstick the acts leading to the deaths of tens of thousands of Hutus clearly constituted war 
crimes. So it was in the Ugandans’ hunt for Joseph Kony and the Lord’s Resistance Army, and 
in the Ivorians’ retaliation against Laurent Gbagbo’s short-lived challenge for power as the 
book briefly highlights (pp. 298-304; 319-323). In these cases pro-government forces 
committed atrocities including mass rape, the razing of villages, murder and torture. Similar, if 
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less intense, criticisms have been leveled at the Kosovars after they sought to remove Serbians 
from their territory following the NATO air war in 1999. Curiously enough, the authors do not 
engage the Kosovar cases despite the fact that this is one of the rare instances in which the 
original victims have had to answer for their retribution at The Hague. 
  A more analytical rather than narrative approach might have led the authors to explore 
in more detail this bigger question of who perpetrates war crimes. It raises serious questions 
related to global justice, after all. When does retaliation, however understandable, become its 
own war crime? How can international law – anchored as it is in righteousness and morality – 
hope to occupy a neutral space when faced with such realities? What incentive do nations have 
to collaborate with future tribunals or the ICC if its nationals are aware that they will be held to 
the same legal standards as those who started the conflict?  
Moving to the ICC era, the authors competently demonstrate that the ICC has not 
resulted in more effective hunts for war crimes suspects. The cases against Kony and the pursuit 
of Sudan’s Omar Al-Bashir serve as cases in point. The ICC’s principal problem is that it is 
only as strong as member states allow it to be. Its justice is never purely blind. Corners are cut 
and sacrifices made. As the Chief Prosecutor on the Special Court for Sierra Leone summed it 
up, it “is a naïve prosecutor who acts on law and facts without considering politics and culture” 
(p. 264).  
To explore this further, the book would have been strengthened by a greater emphasis 
on the challenges of international diplomacy and the much larger point of conflict between 
national sovereignty and the importance of international law. Most frustratingly when the 
authors do engage some of these issues, government officials appear entirely faceless. Instead 
of exploring specific policies or policy calculations, the authors casually refer to decisions made 
by international organizations. The reader is left wondering who at either the national level or 
at the EU or NATO level were making decisions against arrests or the pursuit of particular war 
criminals. Neither of these international organizations has a bureaucratic structure so simple 
that the authors can blanket the institution as a whole and there is plenty of evidence of intense 
intra-institutional debates on this issue. None of this emerges here.  
The book provides greater attention to such details in the final chapter on the American 
War on terrorism. This conflict forcefully exposes all the tragic ironies and weaknesses of 
international law. Chief among these, the fact that the original champion of global human rights 
and the prosecution of war criminals is now – at least if justice is indeed meant to be blind – 
one of the greatest perpetrators. Although not a member of the ICC, the United States actively 
supported many of the Court’s operations prior to September 11. But after Al Qaeda’s attacks 
killed more than 3,000 civilians, such support became far more aberrant. Washington 
considered this act of mass murder unprecedented to such a degree that it required extraordinary 
retaliation; retaliation that could be committed outside the boundaries of international law. In 
scope or consequences, September 11 was of course not unprecedented. Africans, Cambodians, 
the East Timorese, and many others could have relayed stories of similar – and far worse – 
atrocities and in many of those cases the international legal system had, however imperfectly, 
run its course. Americans had no such patience and the book skillfully shows the 
methodological manner which they dismantled their legal commitments as the hunt for 
terrorists began. There are interesting narratives of the capture of Saddam Hussein and Osama 
Bin Laden but it is the debate over the American war crimes that is most intriguing. This is part 
of a topic that the authors touch upon throughout the book: the extent to which American 
exceptionalism enables the United States to insist that actions taken by American citizens are 
not subject to war crimes prosecution. If the cause is just so, in effect, are the actions. This is 
particularly interesting because in terms of torture of detainees, the Bush administration was 
very conscious of the extent to which its interrogation techniques and internee-policy ran afoul 
of norms, laws, and treaty commitments.  
Because of these contradictions, the book would have been strengthened by a debate on 
the domestic federal cases that have resulted from the U.S. detainee policy.4 Especially so, 
because these cases provide a valuable prism through which to understand the dilemma of 
justice in a globalizing world. Amplification of the defendants’ positions, including the 
complex arguments that governments often have to make for their actions, would have shed 
even more light on this. This never materializes largely because the book is told only from the 
prosecutorial perspective. Perpetrators are mere stage actors. None of this makes the stories less 
compelling but it does limit the overall value. Not only are the voices of those who have been 
tried or been fugitives absent, so are voices of lawyers or anyone criticizing the process. We 
still lack that history. 
This critique aside, Stover, Peskin, and Koenig have completed an extraordinarily 
readable volume that will be of great value to scholars, students, and the educated public alike. 
By engaging critically with questions of war crimes in world of national sovereignty they 
persuasively highlight the challenge of justice and just how elusive the pursuit of it can often 
be. For anyone interested in the darkest side of human behavior, this is a highly recommendable 
book.  
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